H
azardous drinking (such as frequent heavy drinking) is "alcohol consumption which confers the risk of physical and/or psychological harm."
1 Screening for hazardous drinking and drug use in primary care settings is recommended to identify individuals with these problem behaviors. Also, interventions for hazardous drinking can be cost-effective due to reductions in medical costs. Few studies have specifically looked at the effects of screening on drug use, but severe drug problems are associated with higher health care costs.
In their study, "Hazardous Drinkers and Drug Users in HMO Primary Care: Prevalence, Medical Conditions and Costs,"
2 Jennifer Mertens and colleagues use primary care settings to examine associations between these problems and medical conditions and investigate the costs of health care for hazardous drinkers and drug use. In the study, 1,419 patients were screened for hazardous drinking and drug use. Of these patients, 95 individuals who were positive for hazardous drinking and drug use 3 agreed to participate. This group's medical records were compared to 13,347 individuals who used the care facilities at the same times and were patients at the clinic in the prior year, yet were not screened.
Findings
One in 10 primary care patients is a hazardous drinker and/or drug user. Specifically, 7.5 percent are hazardous drinkers while 3.2 percent are hazardous drug users.
Hazardous drinkers and/or drug users have a higher prevalence of various psychiatric and medication conditions than other primary care patients. These conditions include: chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD), hypertension, pneumonia, injury and overdoses, congestive heart failure, depression, anxiety and major psychoses. Hazardous drinkers and/or drug users have more primary care and psychiatry visits than other patients. Primary care costs were higher for this group as well. Hazardous drinkers and/or drug users without psychiatric symptoms had lower utilization rates and pharmaceutical costs than those with psychiatric symptoms.
Reported Medical and Psychological Conditions among Hazardous Drinkers and/or Drug Users (HDDUs) and Non-Hazardous Drinkers and/or Drug Users
- A hazardous drinker might be someone who drinks four or more times a week, consumes three drinks on a typical day of drinking, and has had a relative express concern about his/her drinking. 
